
 

The Heavy Weight of the Belt: Permission, Politics, and the Real Price 
of System Founders 

In modern martial arts, you cannot scroll through social media or pass a strip mall without seeing 
claims of new "systems," accelerated master ranks, and grand titles. To anyone who has dedicated 20, 
30, or 40 years of sweat, blood, and quiet study to the floor, it can feel like a slap in the face. 
It leaves many asking: Who gave these people the right? Who granted them permission? 
To answer that, we have to look back at the giants whose names grace our dojo walls—Gichin 
Funakoshi, Chojun Miyagi, Kenwa Mabuni, Hironori Otsuka, and Mas Oyama. The history of how 
their systems were born reveals a truth that is both humbling and deeply human: nobody gave them 
permission. 

The Birth of the System: Maturity Over Youth 

When we look at the timeline of traditional Karate, a clear pattern emerges. Modern systems were not 
created by eager young men looking for a shortcut to a black belt. They were codified by mature 
practitioners after decades of deep, grinding practice. 
 
 
 
 
Founder System Year Formally Named Founder’s Age 
Chojun Miyagi Goju-Ryu 1930 42 
Hironori Otsuka Wado-Ryu 1934 41 
Kenwa Mabuni Shito-Ryu 1934 44 
Gichin Funakoshi Shotokan 1936–1939 68–71 
Masutatsu Oyama Kyokushin 1957 34 (30s to 40s) 
 
 
 
These pioneers were between 41 and 71 years old when their styles were formally named, with 20 to 
30-plus years of foundational training under master teachers before taking the reins as system 
leaders. 
They didn't set out with marketing plans. Prior to the 1920s, "styles" with trademarked names didn't 
even exist in Okinawa. You simply trained in your village line—Shuri-te, Naha-te, or 
Tomari-te—under a teacher. 
It was only when they brought the art to mainland Japan that the governing body, the Dai Nippon 
Butoku Kai, demanded standardization. To be recognized alongside ancient Budo arts like Judo and 
Kendo, these masters were forced to give their training a name, register a curriculum, and build an 
organization. 
Their "permission" came from the graves of their deceased masters, their decades on the mat, and 
their willingness to carry the torch forward. 

 



 

 

The Whispers in the Shadows: Peer Negativity and Style Politics 

There is a romantic myth in martial arts that the ancient grandmasters lived in perfect brotherhood, 
bowing respectfully to one another in quiet harmony. 
History tells a very different story. 
 
The moment these men stepped forward to formalize their work, the knives came out. They faced 
intense pushback, political rifts, and public ridicule from their peers: 

●​ Accusations of Betrayal: When masters modified Okinawan katas to teach Japanese 
university students, Okinawan traditionalists accused them of selling out, watering down lethal 
techniques, or ruining the art's cultural soul. 

●​ Brutal Public Feuds: Choki Motobu, one of Okinawa’s most fearsome fighters, openly 
mocked Gichin Funakoshi, claiming Funakoshi’s character-building focus wouldn't last thirty 
seconds in a real fight. 

●​ Bitter Splits: Hironori Otsuka trained directly under Funakoshi, but when he began blending 
Shotokan with his traditional Jujutsu roots to create Wado-Ryu, the rift between teacher and 
student was so severe they severed ties completely. 

●​ Condemnation of Innovation: When Mas Oyama pioneered full-contact fighting in the 
1950s, established schools denounced his methods as brutal, violent, and 
un-traditional—leading Oyama to issue open challenges to prove his art’s worth. 

 

Every founder who stepped out of the shadow of his teacher was called a traitor by someone. 

The Timeless Truth: No New Techniques Under the Sun 

It is easy to get disheartened by the noise of modern "McDojos," inflated ranks, and self-proclaimed 
grandmasters.  
But history gives us perspective. 
Negative feedback, jealousy, and commercialism are not new—they are as old as martial arts itself. 
The reality is that every system has a place, even if not everyone agrees with it. Underneath the 
badges, the style names, and the political organizations, everything in martial arts is interconnected. 
The human body only bends, breaks, and moves in so many ways. There are no truly new 
techniques—only different applications, training philosophies, and expressions of the same physical 
truths. 
The founders did not invent human movement; they organized their lifetime of research into a map 
for the next generation. 
At the end of the day, rank given too early or systems built on weak foundations crumble under their 
own weight. Time, proven skill, and the character of the students left standing are the only things that 
ever truly validate a martial artist—then, now, and always. 
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